simply as a question of physical propinquity and psychological distance, both related to the Owen family's problematic class status. The young Englishman in a French bourgeois milieu necessarily transcended the world of the gamins, unlike the boy Wilfred who had no choice but to be immanent in the streets of Birkenhead, the seaport and shipbuilding town across the Mersey from Liverpool.
It was to working-class Birkenhead that the Owen family moved from the comparative grandeur of Susan's family home, Plas Wilmot, in the Welsh town of Oswestry. Here they lived for the better part of ten years, and here they managed to maintain a middle-class existence, despite the threat to the family's respectability, evident in the daily life of the children as Harold Owen recounts in Journey from Obscurity.
The early refusal to recognize in any way the locality and its inhabitants caused us to be regarded by them as wishing to hold ourselves apart, which we did, and of thinking of ourselves as superior to them, which we did not. The immediate effect was that every emergence by us children from the house held a hunted and nightmarish quality, as of course we were the natural prey of the stevedores' and dock labourers' children, who lay in wait for us and with jeers and screams of laughter set upon us, egged on with the ribald encouragement by the slatternly women who seemed perpetually to fill the dark doorways.
(22 /23)
At the end of the first volume of Journey From Obscurity, Harold succinctly characterizes the family's marginal social position:
It was, I feel, an inability to stabilize ourselves socially as a family, or, more correctly, it was that owing to our lack of means, we found difficulty in achieving this social stability. A result was this unpredictability about us and what our real position was, exactly, in the social scale. This led to awkwardness and difficulties in fostering embryonic friendships, and sometimes destroyed them altogether.
Given the special circumstances of the family -the vanished splendour of Plas Wilmot following the death of Susan's father, the maternal puritan morality, and the role of favoured eldest son ascribed to Wilfred by Susan if not by his father, Tom -such an existence in class-bound Victorian and Edwardian England could hardly fail to imbue Wilfred
